New Perspectives on Old Problems: Health Behavior Change Research in the 21st Century
In the United States, the rates of morbidity and mortality due to disease are strongly influenced by health behaviors. Healthy People 2020 materials indicate that 12 major health problems are linked to poor nutrition and 8 are linked to inadequate physical activity. Sexual behavior can also have a major effect on health. Each year, in the United States, more than 19 million new cases of sexually transmitted disease are diagnosed. Sexual behavior can also lead to unintended pregnancy.
Despite remarkable pharmacological, genetic, and surgical advances in diagnosing and treating disease, the importance of improving health behaviors in patients must not be minimized or neglected. The payoff from improved behaviors can be tremendous: the chances of developing disease are reduced, and in those already afflicted, disease progression can be slowed or halted with concomitant decreases in health care costs.
Ten years ago, the American Psychological Association designated 2000-2010 as the "Decade of Behavior" to increase public awareness of the importance of behavioral and social research in addressing issues of public policy, including human health. Although health behavior change research has grown dramatically over the last decade, given how many questions remain unanswered, perhaps it might be better to think in terms of a Century of Behavior! Nurses will continue to play a pivotal role in conducting health behavior change research and implementing effective interventions in clinical practice. Nurse scientists are ideally suited to conduct research in this area because they have strong experience in dealing with multicausal and interdependent phenomena. They can use this experience to design and test interventions that target behaviors on multiple different levels. Practicing nurses are uniquely situated to influence the health behaviors of vulnerable populations because they interact with people at moments when they are most likely to be receptive to interventions.
This issue of Western Journal of Nursing Research (WJNR) consists entirely of health behavior research. The articles by Dempsey, Dyehouse, and Schafer (2011) and Fowles, Timmerman, Bryant, and Kim (2011) address eating behavior. Research on sexual behaviors is reported in the articles by Kao, Loveland-Cherry, Guthrie, and Caldwell (2011) and Morrison-Beedy, Carey, Crean, and Jones (2011) . The articles by Peterson and Cheng (2011) and McGuire, Waltman, and Zimmerman (2011) examine interventions aimed at increasing exercise. This collection of studies illustrates the variety of ways in which health behavior research can be approached. These reports also reflect the evolution in our thinking about health behavior change. Early research in this area focused on the importance of knowledge and motivation of the individual. Investigators are now increasingly viewing health behavior as a lifestyle attribute that is embedded in and continually informed by the larger social fabric.
We look forward to publishing similar innovative investigations in future issues of WJNR, and we especially welcome reports of interventions to change health behaviors.
